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Collaborative design offers one opportunity to address longstanding inequities in the built
environment. The work of the Albert and Tina Small Center for Collaborative Design, the
community design center of the Tulane School of Architecture in New Orleans, Louisiana,
USA, serves as a case study to better understand the process and possibilities of this
practice. Founded fifteen years ago, the Center believes each of us should have the
opportunity to shape the places we live, work, and play. At the heart of the Center’s work
is a commitment to iteration, responsiveness, and action. Unique in its structure for a
university- based design center, the Center is teaching the next generation of architects
through classes as well as serving as a collaborator and convener for partner driven efforts
to support new visions for New Orleans and the surrounding region. Critical reflection on
the Center’s process, values, and dual roles offer an opportunity to engage with questions
of power dynamics, equity, and decolonization.
keywords; architecture; power dynamics; collaboration

Thank you so much for having me. It is a real honor to be here and to be able to present this work. My
name is Anne Yoachim, and I am a director and professor of practice at the Tulane University School of
Architecture, and I am presenting the work that is co-authored by the team of the small Center staff. It is
a case study of the work that comes out of our Center, which is a Community Design Center out of the
Tulane University School of Architecture. I am hoping the case study sparks ideas in conversation about
some of the issues that have already been raised in previous presentations.

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

Just a little bit of background: The Center itself was founded in 2005, right before Hurricane Katrina,
here in New Orleans. It has two primary missions. The first is to provide design services to communities
who have been underserved by the design professions. The second mission, which is just as important
and, perhaps depending on the day you catch us, collectively as important is to train the next generation
of designers and architects to think very differently about how they do their work and what their
responsibility is as an architect to society at large. Over the last 15 years, we have predominantly
focused on work in New Orleans, and we have done projects with over a hundred different community
partners. Six hundred students have supported our work, and we have completed hundreds of projects
with their help. This is a map of some of those projects. Our work takes a variety of different forms, but
is very much shaped by the experience of individuals who lived in New Orleans during and after
Hurricane Katrina, during these vital moments of recovery where there was a lot of planning, design,
and architecture conducted by outside sources. Much of that did not turn into anything tangible.

Figure 1 Visual representation of projects completed by the Albert and Tina Small Center for Collaborative Design. source:
authors

Our work takes a very small-scale approach for that reason, so that there is a tangible result of the work.
This takes a variety of different forms. We have public programs and exhibits that predominantly focus
on attempting to expand both the conversations that are had as well as who is leading the conversations
surrounding issues of the built environment. We do 15-week, small-scale design-build projects that are
embedded within the School of Architecture curriculum in collaboration with community partners. We
have graphic design advocacy projects that really focus on making accessible policies that shape our
built environment, and visioning projects that produce materials to support community partners and
their efforts to raise funds for physical projects.
At the core of all this work is this commitment and belief that we all should be able to shape the places
where we live and work. None of this is of course without challenge or positionality. There was a
conversation about what it means to be in the Academy and to do this work, and we're always
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questioning and trying to challenge ourselves to figure out what it means to do this work from the

Figure 2 The selection process for community partners is also done collaboratively with past partners and alumni. source:
authors

position of privilege that we're in as a part of the Tulane ecosystem. For this reason, all our work is done
in partnership with community partners. They bring their ideas to us, and we then collaboratively bring
those ideas to fruition through a set process. The projects come to us through a request for proposal
process, and a jury of past partners, alumni, and others rank them. A key component of this is asking our
jury about how these projects—if we choose to do them—challenge the systems of inequity that exist
within our city, and if they will offer us an opportunity to support our community partners in increasing
equity.
At the heart of this work is a commitment to collaborative design practice and its potential to build
capacity and coalitions, and right now we are in the midst of a process where we're actually doing an
evaluation. We have a statement that we say: “Collaborative design will build capacity and coalitions
across difference.” Right now, we are doing a study of partners from over the last 15 years to take a look
at whether or not we've been building capacity and coalitions for organizations, and on broader issues,
as well. Another piece of this puzzle is how we can build understanding and build capacity of our
students to understand what they do and do not know, so there are lots of conversations about
knowledge transfer that happen in this space. Many of our students obviously do not come from New
Orleans, so there is a lot of conversation about how we can prepare them to engage in conversations
related to race and identity. In many cases, students have not had to engage in those conversations
from the white spaces that they have existed in.
We are focused on building consensus throughout the process before a project even begins. An easy
way to highlight some of this work and the questions we are asking ourselves is to highlight a project.
Parasite Skatepark is the only official city skatepark in New Orleans. It is a project that came to us
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Figure 3 The site of Parasite Skatepark before collaborative construction began. source: authors

through Transitional Spaces, a nonprofit partner, which they brought to us through the request for
proposal process. This is what the site of the skatepark looked like before; it actually had more tires.
When Transitional Spaces was going through the request for proposal process, it was clear that they did
not have 501c3 status yet as a nonprofit organization, so the Center worked with the organization to
help them garner 501c3 status. We then began to work on this project identifying other potential

Figure 4 Mapping the logistics of what would become Parasite Skatepark. source: authors
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partners and the challenges that existed. Transitional Spaces originally came to us wanting to create a
skate park that was inclusive and open, that served everyone regardless of gender, race, or skill level.
Skate parks in the United States are often exclusive, and the partner was committed to creating a space
that was inclusive of all. Over time, the collaboration came to include the Design Center, skaters, and
the city of New Orleans, among others. The focus on many different kinds of expertise became really
important. The collaboration between individuals played different roles at different moments in time,
depending on when the project happened; it was an 18-month project. The partner ran and drove the
agenda for all the community meetings. We also did skate days and utilized a variety of different tools,
and the project was completely co-designed alongside the Transitional Spaces partner. It was a codesign effort and a co-creation effort in the design-build work. If you are on the site today, the small
center and the design-build studio created one portion, Phase Two, but all of the other phases have
been built by the partner. It is a space that is alive and living today, and I will just leave it at that.

Figure 5 A collaboration diagram illustrating the input of all stakeholders in the design of Parasite Skatepark. source:
authors

I left these two pictures as the final slide because I think all of our work is iterative, and we are always
asking ourselves questions about how to do this work coming from the space of the Academy in
different ways, asking ourselves questions about how we can do this work more critically. I think that
both of these images indicate movement, and that to me is the ultimate question in a movement that
has to happen with this work.
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Figure 6 Patrons enjoy the skate ramps at the newly designed Parasite Skatepark. source: authors
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